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POLISH JEWS : MEMORY AND HERITAGE 
by Jan Zaborowski 
Jan Zaborowski (Roman Cathol ic) is a Warsaw j ourna l i s t  and 
edi tor. He is a member of the Christ ian Social Association 
and i s  on t he e d i t o r i a l  board o f  t he c .s.A. Inform a t i o n  
Bu l le t in and S tu d i a.!. d oku!!!enty Ekumen i c z ne. He has d one 
research on Holocaust- related i s sues and lectured on Pol i sh­
Jew ish relat ions to Jews and Chri s t ians the U.S.A. 
1 .  Jew s made up t he o l de s t - - nex t t o  the n a t ive P o l e s - - et hn i c  
group i n  the P o l i s h s o c ie ty s ince i t s  cons t i t u t i on i n  the 1 0 t h - 1 1 t h  
century. A rapid grow th of the Jewish populat ion in the Middle Ages , 
paired w i th favorab le condi t ions for development , led to  the estab­
l i shment of a numerous and s tab le Jewi sh community which survived the 
t i me o f  Au s t r i a n ,  P r u s s ian , and Ru s s i an r u l e  in P o land ( 1 7 9 5 - 1 9 1 8 )  
and , i n  t he i n t e r - w a r  per i o d , reached a b ou t 3 . 5  m i l l i o n  peop le.  I n  
1 9 3 9 , t h i s  w a s  one ten t h  o f  P o l and' s popu l a t i o n  and one t h i r d  o f  t he 
total number of Jews in Europe. 
2. The devel opment o f  such a s t rong Jewish community in Poland 
w a s  due t o  t he per s e cu t i on o f  Jew s i n ,  and t he i r  expu l s ion from , 
Wes tern Europe and Rus s ia1 ; Poland let them in and created condi t ions 
for their cul tura l and rel igious growth. 
3. The Po l i sh Jew s enj oyed t i l l  1 7 9 5  fa r - reaching re l i g i ous , 
cul tura l ,  social,  and legal autonomy. I t  was due both to  their number 
and their econom ic role (craftsmen and merchan t s  in towns),  and to the 
P o l i s h  l e g a l  and s o c i a l  t o l erance. The in te rpene t r a t ion o f  t he t w o  
cul tures-- the Jewish m inority and the Pol i sh majori ty- -was a natural 
phenomenon in the several hundred years of their coexis tence; i t  did 
not ,  however, d i s tort the ind ividual charac ter of the Jewi sh communi­
ty. On the contrary, i t  enriched both s ides .  
4 .  The autonomou s ,  uninterrupted (and a t  t imes even flourishing) 
development of the Jewi sh cul ture, in part icular as regards cul t  and 
rel igious s tudies , made the Jewish community in Poland a repos it ory of 
authentic "Jewi shnes s" for the whole Jewish world population.2 More­
over, Poland became the place of birth (or reb irth) of certain forms 
o f  Jew i s h  c u l t u re and rel i g i ou s ne s s  t h a t  gave new i m pu l s e s  and en­
riched the Jewry as a whole. 
5. Poland' s economic deteriora t ion,  beginning mid- 1 7 th century, 
c au s ed d e t e r i o ra t i on o f  the e c on om i c  s i tu a t i o n  o f  i t s  populat ion 
(gen t ry and pea s a n t ry )  and t he re s u l t ing g r o w i n g  p ove r t y  a m ong the 
Jewish populat ion in towns and townships. As early as the 18th cen­
t u ry , t h i s  gave r i se t o  t he "Jew i s h  que s t i on"- - f i r s t ,  a s o c ia l  and 
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religious is sue ins ide the Jewish community;  second, a nat iona l di lem­
ma of Jewish poverty that had to be included in the program of reforms 
i n i t i a ted in t he second ha l f  o f  t he 1 8 t h  cen tury. The reforms were 
in terrupted by t he p a r t i t i on s  o f  Polan d ,  and the Jew i s h  peop l e ,  t o­
gether with the whole Polish soc iety, entered the s t age of domination 
by h o s t ile foreign powe r s  t h a t  w a s  t o  l a s t t h rough t he w h o l e  o f  the 
19th century and terminated in 19 18. 
6. The t imes of foreign rule in Poland ( 1795- 1 9 18) were particu­
larly difficu l t  for the Jewish populat ion. Firs t ,  the three foreign 
ruling countries pursued in full consciousnes s  the policy of f laring­
up, or else inst igat ing, social,  nationa l ,  and religious d ivergences 
and conflicts. This  only added to a deterioration of the l ink between 
the Jew ish minority and the Polish maj ority (cf. a l s o  between Jews and 
Ukrainians on the southeas t  terri tories) , 3 and weakened the at t itudes 
of s o c ial s oli d a r i t y  among t he Jew s .  The l ack o f  a common , P o l i sh ,  
n a t i onal link underm ined t h e  loya l t y  o f  a l l  m in o r i t ie s  ( t hu s ,  e.g . ,  
Pol ish Jews being formally "Rus sian Jew s , "  "Austrian Jew s , "  or ''Prus­
s ian Jews") , which mus t  have influenced their a t t itudes t owards the 
Polish maj ori ty-'- the la t ter being a hos t i le "minority" for the occu­
pying powers. This  s tate of affairs certainly faci l i tated the execu­
tion of the pol icy of d ivide et impera. In addit ion, the integrity of 
the Jewish populat ion, as  well as  the Pol ish-Jewi sh s o l idarity under 
the Rus s ian rule , were impaired by "litvaks"- -Russ ian Jews resett led 
on to the pale of set tlement in former Pol i sh terri tories--who were 
s trongly Rus s ianized and eager to cooperate w i th the Rus s ian authori­
t ies . 
7. The second half of the 19th century brought along the rise of 
Pol ish an ti-Sem i t i sm in conne c t i on w i th t he s o c i a l  deve l opmen t s  of 
that era, namely the slow yet advancing industrial and s ocial changes 
and , in part icular, a simultaneous impoverishment of the Pol i sh vil­
lage (the effect of a delayed and misconducted enfranchi sement of the 
pea s a n t s  on ter r i t o r ie s  under Au s t r ian and Ru s s i an ru l e )  led t o  a 
s t rong m i gr a t i on o f  P o l i s h  people t o  towns. Am ong t hem were a l s o 
impoveri shed membe r s  o f  the gen t ry. In t ow n s  and t ow n sh ip s ,  t he 
Polish newcomers met s table and sol idary Jewish communities ( in sma l l­
er t owns cons t i t u t ing u p  t o  1 0 0  percent o f  all  inhab i t an t s )  and 
reacted to this w i th anti- Semit i sm. In contras t to  Wes tern Europe, 
this was "social" anti-Semitism with a lmost no religiou s  or "racial"4 
element s. Moreover, even i t s  "ideological-political" foundat i on was 
derivat ive , t h a t  i s ,  made up by p o l i t i c i ans t ry ing to c ap i t a l i z e  on 
na t i onal i s t i c  s en t imen t s  a m ong t he Po l i sh peo p l e  t h a t  in t he 1 9 th 
century were fed by o t her ,  more s e r i ou s ,  rea s o n s .  I n  t h i s  w ay, a 
whole array of factors : the policy of foreign rulers , the problems of 
t he "l i tvak s "  and the r i s e  o f  Po l i sh an t i - Sem i t i s m  i n  the face of 
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econom ic compet ition, considerably deteriorated the pos ition of Poli sh 
Jew s ,  who had long s u f fered from pove r t y  and i t s  concom i tant s ,  t he 
econom ic underdevelopment and soc ial divi s ions. 
These are all very d i fficult problems in need o f  further explora­
t ion. It is  most crucial, however, to analyze the identity of Pol ish 
ant i - Sem i t i s m: i t s  s pec i f i c s  and i t s  e f fec t s .  I t  w a s  cer t a in l y  
different from the German-Austrian ant i-Semitism,  heavily marked by an 
i n fer i o r i t y c om plex , or s ome forms of Wes t European anti -Semitism ,  
w h i c h  c a r r ied m o re h o s t il i t y  (h i s t o r i cal 11enem i e s  o f  Ch r i s t11) than 
contempt. On the other hand , Pol ish ant i-Semitism,  even in its rural 
ve r s i on ,  had in i t  a l o t  o f  nobleman' s d i s d a in and d i s re s pec t ( 11my 
poor lit tle Jew11). That is why in the t ime of war, many Pol i sh anti­
Semites protected 11our Jews" like a part of their own patrimony. Thi s  
i s  obviou sly only an example ; yet i t  illustrates wel l the psychologi­
cal complex i t ie s  unde rly ing the ant i - P o l i s h  re sen t men t s  among the 
Jew s .  Inc iden t a l l y ,  such re sen t men t s  a g a in s t  t he "Po l i sh l o r d s  and 
mas ters" could be observed in many of our neighbors. Once, a s imilar 
inferiori ty complex was not an unusual phenomenon in Pru s s ia! Being 
pa t ted on the s houlder may hurt more t han be ing h i t .  There fore, a 
friendly a t t i tude of a Pole t owards a Jew s t i l l  meets w i th m i s t rust-­
out of the Jewi sh fear to  be pat ronized. 
8. The above developmen t s  in t he internal  and extern a l  c ond i ­
tions o f  the Jewi sh populat ion in Poland resulted i n  serious pol i t ical 
trans formations w i thin that community. The impact of left i s t  ideas 
reached not only the Jewish proletariat (and sub- proletariat)  but also 
la rge c i t ie s  of t he i n t el l i gen t s i a  and even t he bourge o i s ie.  Th i s  
caused a s t rong influx of Jews into the Pol i sh workers' movement ;  many 
left i s t  leaders were recruited from among Jew i sh act ivis t s. Thi s ,  in 
turn, increased tens ions and inner part i t i ons w i thin the Pol i sh Left , 
arising, on the one hand , from tendencies t o  one- s ided internat i onal-
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i s m  ( "luxembu rg i s m") , popu l a r  a m ong Jew i s h  a c t iv i s t s ,  and , on the 
other hand , from tendencies to combine social l iberat ion w i th national 
l ibera t i on , p reva i l ing a m ong s o c i al i s t  leader s  of P o l i s h des cen t .  
Such part i t ions and tensions were to pers i s t  t i l l  the s ix t ies o f  this 
century . 
9. The i deology o f  Z i on i s m ,  m o s t  read ily a c cep t ed by Jew s  in 
other countries , d id not , however ,  enj oy much popularity among Pol ish 
Jews.  I t s  pro l i ferat ion in Poland found a powerfu l obs tac le in Jewish 
folk religiousnes s inspired by has sidism. Thi s  kind o f  rel igiou snes s  
of mys t ical-eschatological character grew i n  the 1 8 th century among 
the poorest  s trata of Pol i sh Jewry out o f  a special interpretat ion of 
the mes s ianic philosophy; i t  protes ted the preoccupat ion w i th te�poral 
act ivities and thus opposed the use of force to  combat evi l.  Conse­
quen t ly ,  i t  had t o  a f fe c t  t he way in w h i ch P o l i sh Jew s rea c t ed t o  
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Z i on i s m  and l a ter t o  t he persecu t i on and ex term ina t i on under the 
German occupat ion. 
1 0 .  P o l and regained i t s  independen ce in 1 9 1 8 ,  ye t t h i s  d i d  n o t  
ch ange the m a i n  d i l emm a s  t h a t  had evolved in t he pa s t . The "Jew i sh 
quest ion" rema ined the key is sue: mul t i-m i l l ion mas ses of poor and 
impoverished Jew s who could not help themselves,  nor could they await 
a s s i s t ance from the poor P o l i s h  s t a t e .  The shor t i n t e r - w a r  per i od 
( 1 9 1 8 - 1 9 3 9 )  brough t u p  a w i de a r ray o f  p r ob lem s and a c t iv i t ie s  b o th 
w i th i n  the Jew i s h  commun i t y  and on the s i de o f  the P o l i sh s tate. 
S c a rce a t temp t s  a t  adop t ing ant i - S em i t i c  s o l u t i on s  cou l d  be fotind 
m a i n l y  among p o s t u l a te s  o f  the r i gh t i s t  po l i t i ca l  opp o s i t i on ;  i f  
materialized at a l l ,  they were usua l ly confined t o  mere propaganda and 
had no relat ion whatsoever to the intensity of ant i - Sem i t i c  feel ings 
in the then Wes tern Europe and the Danubian bas in. At the same t ime 
there were some governmental endeavors to propagate Zionism,  t o  train 
in secret m i l i tant s  of the Haganah and Irgun and to  seek resett lement 
terri tories for t he Jew s .  None o f  t he s e ,  h oweve r ,  had an e s s en t i a l  
impac t on the fate o f  Pol i sh Jews.  
1 1 .  Dur ing World War I I ,  Jew s were s ep a ra t ed from t he re s t  of 
the society (the first  ghettos in the his tory of Poland) and gradual ly 
exterm ina ted-- firs t through devas ta t ing work and l iving condit ions in 
the ghettos,  second ly in "mobi le" operat ions of Einsatzgruppen eas t of 
the Bug river in 194 1 ,  and las t ly in "stationary" k i l l ing operations 
in ga s chambe r s  a t  Au s c hw i t z  and a t  s pec i a l  camps of G l obocn ik and 
Greiser. On the Jew ish s ide, those tragic t imes brought to the fore 
a l l  the main elements in their tradit ion, the elements that were once 
absorbed in the Wes t  and consol idated under the Rus s ian persecution: 
the convict ions that res istance to persecutors mul t ipl ies losses, and 
that violence should not be reciprocated with violence for rel igious 
reasons (has s idism). This  tradi t ion fina l ly included a l s o  the m i l i­
t an t  s p i r i t o f  t he Po l i sh Jew s :  a trad i t i on that w a s  m a r g in a l ,  yet 
p�rsis tent ( s ince the 1 7 th century) and gained strength w i th partici­
pat £on of the Jews in the Pol i sh struggle for independence in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. On the Pol i sh s ide, the period under cons idera­
tion meant aid, private and official (organized by the Pol ish under­
ground ) ,  t h a t  w a s  given in c ond i t ions much more d i f f i cu l t  than any­
where e l s e in Europe. Ye t ,  i t  a l s o  mean t s ubdued rea c t ions  by t he 
Polish society to the exterminat i on of the Jews due to i t s  own annihi­
lat ion and its almost total separat ion from the Jews (Jews were dying 
beh ind the w a l l s ) .  F i na l l y i t  mean t t he problem o f  in fo rmer s  and 
blackmai lers (shmal tzovniks),  who were often successfu l ly elim inated 
by the Pol i sh underground. 
In the post-war period the problem of the leading role of Pol i sh 
Jew s ( in c l u d ing the i r  bourgeo i s ie )  in the P o l i s h  w orker s  movemen t 
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cu l m in a t ed. The t ak ing ove r o f  p o l i t i c a l  leade r s h i p  in P o l and i n  
1944-45 by the Communist movement produced a highly s ignificant role 
of the Jews in the s tate apparatus of repress ion and in key pos i tions 
in propaganda and management. Thi s  phenomenon resul ted in the tragic 
revival of Po l i sh ant i - Semitism,  and, final ly,  in the Jewish emigra­
t i on from P o l and t o  I s rael , USA,  and We s tern Eur ope ( in c l u d ing We s t  
Germ any ) t h a t  t ook p l ace a t  the end o f  t he 1 94 0 s .  Let u s  a d d  a t  th i s  
p o i n t  t h a t  the em i g ra t i on i n  que s t i on had a much more c om p l ex and 
w e i g h t y  cha rac ter than t h o s e  a f t e r  1 9 5 6  and 1 9 6 8 .  I t s  exam inat ion 
w o u l d  requ ire , for examp l e ,  the know ledge as to where and how the 
people involved spent the war ( in Poland or abroad), and what they did 
on return to Poland and before the deci s ion to emigrate. On the other 
hand , the prob lem s o f  1 9 6 8  ( and of 1 9 5 6! ) - - deve l opmen t s  a t  h ome and 
t hen the a t t i t udes of em i gran t s - - have been o f ten formu l a ted in a 
d i s torted way. These is sues are, first of a l l ,  part of the his tory o f  
t h e  P o l i sh w o rke r s ' m ovemen t a n d  t hey d o  n o t  nece s s a r i l y  enter the 
domain of his torical Poli sh-Jew i sh relat ions.  They exceed the sphere 
of the Poli sh-Jewish relat ions being also an important element in the 
post-war relations be tween the government and the society in Poland 
(above a l l  unt i l  1956) and in the relat ions ins ide the Pol ish workers' 
movement ( t i l l  the end of the 1960s).  
13.  Today, the Jewish problem--as a home is sue- -remains first of 
a l l  a mat ter of nat ional memory. Polish Jews are no longer an essen­
t ia l  component of our national real i ty. What remains are rel ics: a 
few thousand old people, some Poles of Jew ish descent,  cemeteries and 
synagogues , the Jewish Hi storical Ins t i tute, and the Yiddish Theatre. 
The h i s t o ry o f  Po l i s h  Jew s i s  a c l o sed chapter. The i r  annih i l a t i on 
ch anged the compo s i t i on o f  the Po l i s h  s o c iety w h i c h  had ga ined i t s  
s hape for nea r l y  a t h ou s and yea r s .  A t  the s ame t ime , i t  a l tered the 
image- - and future- -of the whole world Jewry. What w i l l  the Jews be in 
I s rael and in the galut w i thout the Ga l ic ian stet!?  I t  seems doubtful 
to  me that present-day Jews--whether in America or in I srael--woul d  
rem a in the Jew s  o f  t he O l d  Te s t amen t .  I t  i s  , t o  b e  a s ked whether the 
exterminat ion of Po l i sh Jews does not mean in the long run the annihi­
lat ion of "prophetic Jewi shness"? Does it not s i gnify the end of the 
s pec i f i c  m o ra l and cu l t u r a l  c on t r ibu t i on o f  the Jew s t o  the wor l d  
c iv i l i z a t i o n ?  Wh a t  w i l l  happen in t he fu ture - - n o t  t o  s a y  what i s  
already happening- -with the eternal Jewish aspirat ion to be "the light 
for the goy- i m " ?  Th i s  i s  one o f  t he rea s o n s  w h y  t h e  s a lvage o f  the 
heri tage of Pol i sh Jews and the cul t iva t ion o f  their memory are tasks 
impor tant not only for the nat ional memory of the Poles , but also for 
the world ' s  "internat i ona l memory." Accordingly, they are tasks cru­
cial for the Jews themselves , no mat ter where they l ive today. 
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Endnotes 
1Inc luding Austria, Bohemia,  and S i les ia. In the midd le of the 
18th century,  P ol and w a s  a l s o  re ceiving Rus s ian J�w s - - v i c t i m s  of 
persecutions and resett lements.  These were, above all,  inhabitants of 
those of Poland's eas tern provinces which had been annexed by Rus s ia 
in the 1 6 th and 1 7 t h cen t u r i e s .  At t he t u rn o f  the 1 8 t h and 1 9 th 
cen turies , f o l l ow ing the t o t a l  l i quida t i on of the P o l i s h  s tate,  Po­
land ' s  ea s t ern and cen t r a l  par t s  were inco rporated i n t o  a pa l e  of 
set tlement for the Jew s expel led from Russia proper ("Muscovy"). 
2The j o c u l ar s a ying "W i r  s t ammen a l le mehr oder weniger au s 
Gal iz ien" (we all  come more or less from Gal icia) has factually a deep 
cul tural and rel igious rat ionale. 
3 Jew i s h - Ukra in i an (Rut hen ian) con f l i c t s  had a social character 
and da ted back to the m i d d l e  o f  the 1 7 th century.  S om e t i mes they 
a s s umed the form of v i o l ent exce s se s  by Ukrain i an peasan t s  again s t  
Jews and Pol ish gentry. 
4For centuries the Pol i sh society had been accus tomed not only to 
the Jew i s h  m in o r i t y  (parad i su s  Heb raeoru m ) ,  but a l s o  t o  Tar tar s ,  
Armenians, and Karaites. 
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